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EARLY BOTANICAL ACTIVITY IN THE 
DISTRICT OF COLUMBIA. 

By FREDERICK V. COVILLE. 
(Read before the Society May 6, 1901.) 

Early in the winter I received from Mr. W. B. Bryan 
an invitation to prepare a paper on early botanical 
activity in the District of Columbia. Knowing that 
Professor Lester F. Ward had for some years been 
interested in this subject, I suggested to him that he 
assume the task. Professor Ward felt, however, that 
he had not time to treat the subject to his own satis- 
faction and he offered to turn over to me the material 
he had accumulated. To this courtesy is due chiefly 
whatever of value this paper may contain. 

The documents received from Professor Ward were 
as follows: 

A Description of the District of Columbia. By D. B. 

Warden. 1816. 
Proceedings, Constitution, etc., of the Washington 

Botanical Society. Bound manuscript. 
Florula Columbiensis. [Anonymous.] 1819. 
The Washington Guide. By William Elliot. Edition 

of 1837. 
Florae Columbianae Prodromus. By John A. Brereton. 

1830.* 

* In addition to the documents listed, there was in Professor Ward's 
possession a botanical work from the library of the Geological Survey, 
which, while not bearing on the botanical history of the District of 
Columbia, has a certain local interest from the fact that it was pub- 
lished in Georgetown, D. C, in 1814. It was " printed by J. M. Carter " 

176 
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Turning to the general conditions that existed in 
Washington after the establishment of the seat of gov- 
ernment in this city in 1800, one would expect to find 
the government itself conducting some sort of botanical 
investigation. But no national museum existed at that 
time, a botanical garden although planned by George 
Washington had not been established, nor had the first 
of the geographical surveys and explorations been 
begun. Thomas Jefferson's well-known interest in the 
science of botany apparently was never brought to bear 
upon the District. Indeed Jefferson's appreciation of 
this branch of scientific research served in one instance 
to accentuate the poverty of the government's equip- 
ment for it. That occasion was the Lewis and Clark 
expedition across the continent to the mouth of the 
Columbia River and back, in 1804 to 1806. In his 
instructions to the commanders, Jefferson said : i i Other 
objects worthy of notice will be: The soil and face of 
the country, its growth and vegetable productions, 

especially those not of the United States ; 

Climate as characterized by the thermometer ; 

the dates at which particular plants put forth or lose 
their flower or leaf." The collection made by Lewis 
in compliance with these instructions was not kept at 
Washington, for there was no government botanist, but 
was sent to Philadelphia, then the center of botanical 
research in the United States, and placed in the hands 
of Benjamin S. Barton, a prominent botanist of the 
time. 

Likewise neither the horticultural nor the agricultural 

and is entitled, " A synopsis of the genera of American plants, according 
to the latest improvements on the Linnaean system: with the new 
genera of Michaux and others. Intended for the use of students in 
botany." The name of the author does not appear in the book, but on 
page 7 of Brereton's Florae Columbianae Prodromus, described later in 
this paper, the authorship is credited to 0. Rich. 

12 
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interests of the community seem to have had any effec- 
tive influence on the development of botanical science. 
In the past few decades both horticulture and agricul- 
ture have derived enormous benefits from botanical 
research, which in return has received from these arts 
handsome financial support. But the usefulness of the 
intimate mutual relations that exist to-day was not at 
that time recognized, and the Columbian Agricultural 
Society, organized in 1810, dealt exclusively with the 
encouragement of what was then considered more prac- 
tical agricultural development. The nurserymen of 
those days, too, more than the nurserymen of to-day 
failed to develop the scientific side of their art. Mr. 
Thomas Maine, a Scotch gardener who settled near 
Georgetown about 1804, appears to have been the first 
nurseryman of the District. 

From what has been said it is evident that several of 
the circumstances which might have been expected to 
incite botanical activity in the District had no such influ- 
ence. What follows will show that the two main influ- 
ences which actually awakened it were, first, the interest 
of cultivated men and women, and, secondly, the special 
interest of members of the medical profession, who by 
their training and their practice were brought into an 
intimate relation with botanical science. The same 
influences were everywhere manifest in the early devel- 
opment and progress of botanical science throughout 
the United States. 

The earliest of the documents mentioned at the begin- 
ning of this paper was a book of 212 pages, published in 
Paris in 1816, and entitled " A chorographical and sta- 
tistical description of the District of Columbia, the seat 
of the general government of the United States, with 
an engraved plan of the District, and view of the Capi- 
tol.' ' Its author, D. B. Warden, was an American who 
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was at the time residing in Paris. In dedicating the 
book to Mrs. Custis (Mrs. Elizabeth Park Custis, the 
granddaughter of Martha Washington), the author 
says: 

' ' It may not have escaped your recollection, that you 
kindly honored me with your advice to occupy my leisure 
hours, at Washington, in examining the interesting objects 
of that magnificent situation. You were even pleased to 
accompany me in some of my excursions, and to honor me by 
an introduction to your relations and friends, to whom I feel 
grateful for valuable and unwearied attentions. I brought 
to Paris my notes and collections of plants, minerals, and 
insects, which I had not leisure to examine as long as I exer- 
cised my public functions. My labors, however, have been 
of little avail in struggling against fortune, to whose capri- 
cious empire I have been forced to submit. 

' ' Since the suspension of my consular powers, I have 
occupied myself chiefly with subjects relating to the United 
States; and I have prepared for your acceptance this sketch 
of the District of Columbia, which I flatter myself will serve 
to perpetuate the fond remembrance of the friendship and 
confidence with which you have so long honored me. ' ' 

This extract sufficiently explains the circumstances 
under which the book was written, and to some extent 
makes clear the conditions under which the materials 
for it were collected. It is full of concise and interest- 
ing information about the Washington of that day, 
ranging from statistics of the commerce of the upper 
Potomac and the price and cost of maintenance of 
slaves, to a description of the characteristics of the 
" women of Columbia," a statement of the amount of 
the fine for "profane swearing and drunkenness," 
which was 83 cents, and an account of the best method 
of preventing hogs from passing underneath hedges. 
The part with which we are now most concerned, how- 
ever, is pages 191 to 209, entitled, "Florula Colum- 
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biana, sive enumeratio plantarum in territorio Colum- 
biae sponte nascentium ; or, catalogue of the plants, 
shrubs, and trees which grow spontaneously in the Dis- 
trict of Columbia." One hundred and seven genera 
and 134 species are enumerated, with both technical and 
popular names and statements of their uses together 
with other items of interest. In a prefatory paragraph 
the author says : 

' ' This catalogue contains only the specimens which I was 
able to collect in a few excursions through this district, and 
consequently is far from being complete. The collection, 
however, has acquired value, from being examined by the cele- 
brated botanist, Correa de Serra,* to whose generous friend- 
ship on this, as on other more important occasions, I feel 
deeply indebted. ' ' 

A critical review of the contents of the catalogue is 
more suitable for a botanical than a historical society, 
and we may therefore pass the subject by with the state- 
ment that though the list of species is small, containing 
less than one-tenth the number now known in the Dis- 
trict, it is presented in excellent form, and is conclusive 
evidence of an intelligent interest in botanical science 
among the educated people of Washington at that early 
period. 

Professor Ward's second document, a book contain- 
ing the original ' i Proceedings, Constitution, etc., of the 
Washington Botanical Society," in manuscript, con- 
tains much of historical interest. The book, it should 
be recorded, was presented to Professor Ward about 
1881 or 1882 by Mr. James Anglim, the predeces- 

* Joseph Correa de Serra, the minister of Portugal to the United 
States, took an active interest in the promotion of the natural sciences in 
America, and among other worthy acts assisted in procuring the means 
for Thomas Nuttall's botanical exploration of Arkansas Territory. 
Nuttall dedicated to him his Genera of North American Plants, pub- 
lished in 1818. 
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sor of the book firm of W. H. Lowdermilk & Co., who 
received it among some second-hand books that had 
come into his possession. 

The opening entries in the proceedings are as fol- 
lows: 

"Thursday, March 13, 1817. 

" A meeting was held this day at Davis's Tavern, pursuant 
to public notice for the purpose of forming a Botanical 
Society— Doctor John A. Brereton being called to the chair 
and John Underwood appointed secretary ; it was on motion 

"Resolved, That a committee of three be appointed to 
draught a constitution for the Society above mentioned, and 
that they report the same at the next meeting. 

" Resolved, That the Rev d Doctor James Laurie, George- 
Watterston, Esquire, and Doctor Alexander Mc Williams com- 
pose the committee. 

" The secretary was instructed to inform those gentlemen 
of their appointment and the meeting was adjourned to 
Thursday, the 20th inst. 

"Thursday, March 20, 1817. 

"The meeting was held at Davis's this day pursuant to 
adjournment. 

"The committee appointed at the last meeting reported a 
Constitution for the Society, which after having been dis- 
cussed and amended was unanimously adopted." 

Probably no better idea of the aims of the Society 
can be secured than from a reading of this Constitution, 
which was as follows : 

Constitution 

of THE 

Washington Botanical Society. 

"Article 1. 
" This association shall be denominated the Washington 
Botanical Society. 
13 
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" 2. 
" The Society shall be composed of honorary and resident 
members. 

" 3. 

" The objects of this association shall be to collect, arrange, 
preserve and describe all the vegetable productions within the 
limits of the District of Columbia whether indigenous or 
exotic and to detail when practicable all their medicinal, 
esculent and other properties. 

"4. 
" To publish quarterly, if deemed necessary, whenever the 
Society shall have obtained a full knowledge of all the veg- 
etable productions of the said District a Flora, with colored 
plates; each plant to be classed and arranged according to 
the Linnean system and described if known under the direc- 
tion of the president and vice-president of the Society. 

" 5. 
" The officers of the Society shall consist of one president, 
two vice-presidents, a secretary, treasurer and three curators, 
who shall be chosen by ballot on the first Monday in March 

annually. 

" 6. 

" There shall be a corresponding committee consisting of 
the president, vice-president and secretary of the Society, 
whose duty it shall be to correspond with botanists and other 
persons and to conduct all correspondence whatever in rela- 
tion to the objects of this Society. 

" 7. 
" No official situation in this Society shall exempt any one 
from performing duties in common with other members. 

" 8. 
4 'The officers of the Society shall be chosen from the resi- 
dent members and shall be elected by a majority present at 
the stated meetings. 
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"9. 

" Five members, including officers, shall form a quorum to 
transact business, except to alter the constitution and elect 
honorary members; in which cases two-thirds of the members, 
including officers, shall be required to form a quorum. 

"10. 
' ' The election of new members shall be by ballot and by a 
majority present at the stated meetings of the Society. 

" 11. 
" All resident members shall pay into the hands of the 
treasurer every year [a sum not exceeding] five dollars, which 
together with such other moneys as may be collected, shall 
be distributed as the Society may direct. 

"12. 
" The Society shall assemble on the first and third Mon- 
days in every month during the spring, summer and fall and 
once during the winter season. 

" 13. 
" Each member shall pay a fine of one dollar for every 
stated meeting and fifty cents for every special meeting he 
neglects to attend; and no excuse shall be received except 
such as may be deemed reasonable by the Society. 

" 14. 
" The Society shall be divided into four committees, each 
committee to consist of the one-fourth of the members includ- 
ing officers whose duty it shall be to collect and preserve the 
specimens of plants they may find within the portions of the 
District assigned them for examination, which specimens shall 
be preserved in a Herbarium prepared for that purpose by 
the Society ana placed under the charge of the curators. 

" 15. 
" Every committee shall be furnished with a herbarium to 
preserve the duplicate plants they may procure in the course 
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of their researches, and when the class, order, genus and 
species of a plant cannot by them be ascertained, it shall be 
their duty to lay it before the Society at their stated or 
special meeting to be examined and arranged. 

" 16. 

" It shall be the duty of the president to preside at each 
meeting to preserve order, to call special meetings, to super- 
intend the concerns of the Society and in all equal divisions 
to have a casting vote. It shall also be his duty to apportion 
the District into four sections and to assign to each committee 
a separate section. 

" 17. 

" The senior vice-president present shall preside during 
the absence of the president. 

" 18. 
" The secretary shall keep a minute of the proceedings of 
each meeting of the Society, note the members present and 
carefully transcribe in a book to be provided for that pur- 
pose the class, order, genus, species and description of the 
plants obtained by the Society ; he shall also give due notice 
of the stated and special meetings of the Society when nec- 
essary. 

" 19. 

" The treasurer shall collect all moneys due to the Society 
and discharge all bills accepted by the president. He shall 
keep regular accounts of the receipts and expenditures, sub- 
ject to the examination and inspection of any member that 
may require it. 

" 20. 

11 The curators shall take charge of the Herbarium, of all 
communications and donations to the Society, which they 
shall arrange under their respective heads, and also of all 
specimens presented that it may not be proper to place in 
the herbarium together with all drawings, books, etc., belong- 
ing to the Society and keep lists of the donations with the 
names of the donors and their places of residence. ' ' 
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The signers of this constitution were : 

W. A. Bradley, S. Eliot, Jr., 

J. M. Moore, Geo. Watterston, 

J. W. Hand, John Boyle, 

James Laurie, James Kearney, 

Henry Huntt, Jno. Underwood, 

Wm. Elliot, J. A. Brereton, 
*Alex r McWilliams. 

The officers of the Society for the first year were as 
follows : 

Rev d Doct r James Laurie, President. 

Sam 1 Eliot, Jr., 1st V. President. 

2d do. vacant. 
George Watterston, Secretary. 

John Boyle, Treasurer. 

Doctrs. Alex. McWilliams, ] 

John A. Brereton, ) Curators. 
Henry Huntt, / 

Rev? Doctor James Laurie,) 

Samuel Eliot, Jr., [ Corresponding Committee. 

George Watterston, / 

At this distance the exacting character of the obliga- 
tions imposed on the members of the first Washington 
Botanical Society, such as the fine of one dollar for non- 
attendance at meetings, may furnish some amusement, 
but the constitution as a whole is good evidence of the 
high aims of the Society's founders. 

At the meeting of April 7, 1817, after the election of 
three additional members, the acting president approved 
the following committees for the examination of the 
four sections of the District flora : 

" From the Tiber to the President's House, North and 
South/ ' Messrs. Boyle, Brereton, Underwood and Hand. 
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" West of the President's House and North of the Penn- 
sylvania Avenue to Rock Creek," Messrs. Kearney, Moore 
and Bradley. 

" From the Tiber East and North to the District line," 
Messrs. Mc Williams, Watterston, S. Eliot and Thompson. 

' ' Beyond Rock Creek to the District line, ' ' Messrs. Laurie, 
Huntt and Steiner. 

With such a beginning the Society entered upon an 
active existence, holding frequent meetings, at which 
the plants collected by the members were presented, 
examined, and discussed. 

In addition to the original members the following 
residents of the District were elected:* 

Franzoni, Steiner, 

Joseph Milligan, Eod. Schaer, 

James Thompson, Nicholas Worthington, 

Ann Davis. 
The election of the member last named was attended 
with considerable formality, as thus recorded in the 
minutes of the meeting for April 14, 1817 : 

"On motion, a committee consisting of Messrs. Bradley, 
Brereton and Watterston, was appointed to wait on Miss Ann 
Davis, and offer her in the name of the Society, a member- 
ship of the same. The committee withdrew, and in a short 
time returned, and made report that they had waited on Miss 
Ann Davis, agreeably to the resolution, and were directed to 
inform the Society that she cheerfully accepted the honor 
offered her, but hoped that the necessity of her attendance 
at the meetings would be dispensed with ; to which the Society 
consented." 

On May 19, 1817, the Society adopted a series of 
by-laws relating chiefly to the methods of bringing in 
and examining plants. 

* The following American botanists were also elected members of the 
Society: Jacob Bigelow, of Boston; William Darlington, of New Jersey; 
and W. P. C. Barton, of Philadelphia. 
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In the year 1817 twenty-eight meetings were held ; in 
1818, twenty-six meetings ; in 1819, twenty-one ; and in 
1820, fifteen. 

During this time the Society prosecuted its objects 
faithfully and it appears enthusiastically. Among 
items of interest may be cited the following : 

On July 28, 1817, a resolution was adopted 

' ' That the Corresponding Committee address a circular to 
the men of science of the District and the adjoining states 
soliciting such information as they may possess in relation to 
the medicinal, esculent, poisonous and other properties of such 
native plants as they may be acquainted with." 
On September 12, 1817, 

' ' The following resolution was offered by Mr. Watterston, 
which was ordered to lie on the table: 

' ' Resolved, That a committee be appointed to present a 
petition to Congress requesting the passage of a law author- 
izing a lottery for the purpose of establishing a Botanical 
Garden in the City of Washington under the superintendence 
of this Society.' ' 

On November 7, 1817, it was resolved 

1 ' That the Washington Botanical Society consent to become 
members of the Columbian Institute provided they so alter 
the constitution as to admit said Society into the Committee 
on Botany and Agriculture. ' ' 

This proposition was not carried out. 
On March 27, 1820, the following resolution was pre- 
sented by Mr. Watterston : 

"Resolved, That with a view to form a National Her- 
barium it shall be the duty of each member to preserve two 
or more of such specimens as he may collect or procure, to be 
submitted to the Society at their stated meetings, and a selec- 
tion of the best shall be made and transferred to the General 
Herbarium under the care of the curators, whose business it 
shall be to arrange them at the close of every year, name 
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them, and deposit the said collection in the Herbarium of the 
United States.' ' 

At the first meeting in the year 1821 it was 

" Resolved, That the meetings of this Society be hereafter 
held at the building where the Genl. Post Office is kept & in 
the room lately occupied as the Library of Congress. 

"Resolved, That a committee of two be appointed to wait 
on D. Thornton & obtain his assent to our having the use 
of said room and to make all arrangements which may be 
necessary for removing thither all the books and other prop- 
erty of said Society.' ' 

That interest in the Society had begun to wane was 
evident from the fact that only five meetings were held 
in 1821, and that an unhealthy condition of affairs 
existed was further evidenced by an entry in the min- 
utes of the first of the seven meetings in 1822 : 

' ' On motion it was resolved to examine the state of the 
funds of the Society. On examination it was found that the 
Society was indebted to the treasurer [Mr. Boyle] 17 dollars 
and 84 cents, to Mr. Brereton 5 dollars and to William Elliot 
1 dollar." 

At the meeting of May 6, 1822, in response to a 
motion, the secretary stated that the following were the 
only members of the Society, the others being excluded 
by the by-laws for non-attendance : 

Dr. Brereton, Mr. Underwood, 

Dr. McWilliams, Mr. Elliot, 

Mr. Boyle, Maj. Kearney. 

Only a single meeting was held in each of the years 
1823, 1824 and 1825. In 1826 a meeting was called for 
March 20th, and adjourned to the 27th. On this date the 
Society, apparently with a consciousness of impending 
death, passed the following resolutions : 
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1 ' That it be made the duty of the president of the Society 
to collect all the books belonging to the same, to have them 
deposited in a case in the Washington Library, under the 
charge of the librarian; that each member may have access 
to the same agreeable to the rules of the Society." 

' * That the president, Dr. Mc Williams, be authorized to 
take charge of the Herbarium till further order be taken.' ' 

The Society then adjourned sine die. It is doubtful 
whether the going out of any scientific association ever 
took place in a more orderly manner than that of the 
Washington Botanical Society in 1826. 

Although the Society itself was dead, it left, either 
directly or indirectly, certain published records of its 
work on the flora of the District. The first of these bore 
on its title page the following : 

"Florula Columbiensis : or a list of plants found in 
the District of Columbia; arranged according to the 
Linnaean system, under their respective classes and 
orders, &c, and exhibiting their generally received 
common names, and time of flowering, during the years 
1817 and 1818. Washington : printed for the Washing- 
ton Botanical Society by Jacob Gideon, Jun., 1819." 

The work is a 14-page pamphlet giving a bare list of 
the technical and popular names of 296 species of flow- 
ering plants with the date of their observation in 1817 
and 1818. It apparently was intended as a working 
list for the members of the Society. 

The second publication based on the work of the 
Society appeared as a chapter of the first edition of 
William Elliot's "Washington Guide,' ' published in 
1822. It is headed ' ' Botany of the District of Colum- 
bia." The introductory portion is as follows: 

' ' To render our work as scientific as its compass will admit 
of, we have prevailed upon a member of the Washington 
Botanical Society to give us a brief sketch of the botany of 
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the District. He has politely furnished the following, 
arranged after the Linnean classification. We regret, how- 
ever, that room cannot be found in this small volume to com- 
prise the objects to which he alludes in the following letter 
accompanying the sketch: 

" Washington, October 12th, 1822. 
" Mr. Elliot, 

I herewith send you, agreeable to promise, 
a list of the plants growing within the District, which have 
as yet been noticed. It was my intention to give you with 
each genus, the time and duration of flowering from 1817 to 
1822, inclusive, together with the localities, soil, exposure, &c, 
and to have added the natural orders of Linnaeus as well as 
the more fashionable one of Jussieu ; and, also, to have added 
some remarks on a few of the species enumerated, that have 
been doubted as growing immediately within this District: 
but from the space allowed I shall wait a more favorable 
opportunity. 

"Very respectfully, 

"Your obedient servant, 

"J. A. Brereton." 

After this introductory note follows a list of the 
plants of the District, 458 in number, under the heading 
6 i Florula Columbiana. ' 9 In subsequent editions of 
the * ' Guide ' ' the same list was repeated. 

In the year 1830 appeared Brereton's * ' Florae Colum- 
bianae Prodromus," the full title-page of which is as 
follows : 

Florae Columbianae prodromus, exhibens enumera- 
tionem Plantarum quae hactenus exploratae sunt: or 
a prodromus of the flora Columbiana, exhibiting a list 
of all the plants which have as yet been collected. 
Compiled by John A. Brereton, M.D., U. S. Army. 
Washington, printed by Jonathan Elliot, and sold at 
his store on Pennsylvania Avenue. 1830. 
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The work is an 86-page 16mo, containing a list of 
860 species of plants, arranged according to the Lin- 
nean system. Seldom is more than a single line devoted 
to a species. In the preface the author said : 

' ' During the spring of the year 1825, after the dissolution 
of the late Washington Botanical Society, a few gentlemen of 
this city, devoted to the science of Botany, formed an associa- 
tion, with an earnest determination to explore and to investi- 
gate, de novo, the indigenous plants growing in the District 
of Columbia. The association, under the name of ' ' The 
Botanic club," consisted of Wm. Mechlin, Wm. Rich, Alex'r 
McWilliams, M.D., the compiler, and during the following 
year, of James W. Robbins, M.D., but who, afterwards, in 
the succeeding one, removed from the District. The Pro- 
dromus, herewith submitted to the public, is, so far, the result 
of their investigations to the present time; and, there is no 
doubt that their contemplated Flora will contain a much 
more augmented catalogue, more particularly among the spe- 
cies, than is now presented." 

It is desirable to introduce here an interesting docu- 
ment only very lately brought to light. A few days 
ago my attention was called by Mr. W. B. Bryan to the 
fact that the George Watterston papers recently 
acquired by the Library of Congress contained some 
memoranda relating to the Washington Botanical 
Society, of which, the journal of the Society shows, Mr. 
Watterston was for the first three or four years an 
active member, and for the first two years the secre- 
tary. From a rather hurried examination of the Wat- 
terston papers, which I was enabled to make through 
the courtesy of Mr. C. H. Lincoln, chief of the manu- 
script department, a single document was found bear- 
ing upon the present subject. It is the original draft 
of what was apparently a newspaper communication 
by Mr. Watterston after the issue of Brereton 's Florae 
Columbianae Prodromus in 1830. It is as follows: 
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" Error Corrected. 

1 1 In the year 1816 there came to Washington a Scotchman 
named Whitlaw who gave notice that he would lecture on 
botany. He possessed some splendid transparencies of the 
fructification and other parts of plants executed by J. Thorn- 
ton of London, where he had obtained them, and which served 
admirably for illustrations of this beautiful science. A class 
of citizens was formed who attended his course of lectures 
such as they were. They were delivered extemporaneously 
and though in the broad accent of the Scotch and in no very 
elegant language, his explanations, aided by the fine trans- 
parencies he possessed, were sufficient to give his class a very 
correct idea of the elements of botany. After he had finished 
his course, it was suggested by George Watterston, one of the 
gentlemen who had attended his lectures, in order that the 
knowledge of the science which had thus been acquired might 
not be lost and that it might be improved and applied to some 
useful purpose, it would be proper to form a society, the 
object of which should be to explore the District of Columbia, 
then embracing an area of ten miles square, and ascertain its 
botany. The society was accordingly established and con- 
sisted of the following members, viz.: Messrs. J. Boyle, J. 
Kearney, W. A. Bradley, Dr. Laurie, Geo. Watterston, Dr. 
A. Mc Williams, and Dr. Brereton, all with the exception of 
the two last, members of Whitlaw J s class. 

" Committees were appointed for the different parts of the 
District, the members of which weekly brought to the place 
of meeting, a room in Dr. Brereton 's house on the Penna. 
Avenue, the collections of plants they had made in their vari- 
ous excursions and after being examined by the whole Society 
and ascertained were recorded in its journal by the secretary, 
G. Watterston. Dr. Brereton, who was lame and unable to 
accompany any of the committees, remained at home and took 
charge of the specimens as they were brought in and would 
occasionally employ himself in ascertaining their names from 
the botanical works in his possession. These books were con- 
siderably increased from time to time by the annual pecuniary 
contributions of the members ; but what became of them after 
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the dissolution of the society is not known. The Association 
continued in existence till specimens of almost all the plants 
of the District had been collected, named, and recorded in the 
journal, which was left in the possession of Dr. Brereton. 
Soon after the removal of this gentleman to a house near the 
War Department, the Society having accomplished in a great 
degree the object of its organization, ceased to exist and was 
virtually dissolved. Some years after its dissolution a work 
appeared purporting to be the production, the result of the 
labors of Drs. Brereton, Mc Williams, Mechlin and Rich, etc., 
containing the catalogue of the plants collected by the Botan- 
ical Society and which contained very few if any more than 
had been named and recorded in the journal of that Society. 
And yet its labors are scarcely mentioned and the whole work 
spurned by the persons named above. Dr. Brereton flourishes 
as the compiler and principal agent. I have deemed it my 
duty to strip the daw of his borrowed feathers and to point 
out the real source from which this catalogue was derived in 
justice to them and for the sake of truth. 

' * The journal of the Society must still exist and is no doubt 
in the possession of the family of Brereton. A reference to 
this journal will establish the truth of what has been stated. 
Brereton 's only merit seems to be that of having arranged the 
plants according to their classes and order, their names hav- 
ing been entered and classed promiscuously in the journal. 
I have thus deemed it a duty to point out the real source from 
which the Florae Columbianae Prodromus was derived in jus- 
tice to the members of the Botanical Society and for the sake 
of truth. 

" G[eorge] W[atterston]." 

This document is chiefly interesting as showing the 
circumstances that led to the formation of the Wash- 
ington Botanical Society. Regarding the point in con- 
troversy between Mr. Watterston and Dr. Brereton, it 
may be said that the journal of the Society, according 
to a compilation made by Professor Ward, contained 
the names of 370 plants, while the Prodromus, as 
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already stated, enumerated 860 plants. All misunder- 
standing would doubtless have been avoided if the 
author of the Prodromus had credited the Society with 
a contributing share in the make-up of the list. 

The more pretentious " Flora" contemplated by the 
constitution of the Botanical Society and later by Dr. 
Brereton and his associates never was issued, and Dr. 
Brereton's Prodromus remained for nearly fifty years 
the standard list of plants of the District of Columbia. 
It may fairly be considered the principal published 
record of the activities inaugurated by the Washington 
Botanical Society in 1817, the first scientific society of 
the District of Columbia. 



